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Preface

I need to get a couple of things straight from the start.

This is a contemporaneous diary written as events happened and as I saw them at the time. The original diaries cover six journals, containing over 200,000 words, all handwritten in illegible scrawl, often late at night, and which, when looking back, with the benefit of hindsight often seem comic. That’s why real diaries are a rarity, especially when they cover political events that unfold so quickly: they’re hard work, and you sometimes feel like a fool when you reread them several years later.

My initial plan was to note down interesting and amusing anecdotes, partly as a confession and an apology to my family for the prolonged periods of absence, secrecy and fatigue-induced curtness they tolerated with such patience and good humour. Now they serve as a record of what turned out to be an extraordinary time in British politics, and a glimpse behind the curtain of what truly goes on in Westminster and especially what happened during the last four and a half years.

My diaries also cover an aspect of politics that is rarely reported accurately: the Whips’ Office. So, it is for whips past and future that I try to put the record straight. Some people will be sceptical about me doing this at all. They may argue either that this is a breach of a long-established custom that ‘Chief Whips don’t write books’ or that, having maintained relative anonymity all these years, no one will care what I think anyway. Both are valid concerns which I try to address throughout the book.

Where people have stumbled across difficult times it is not my intention to make things worse, or to breach confidences that existed between them and the Whips’ Office. As I have often observed, most misdemeanours are the result of normal human frailties rather than intentional malevolence. That said, part of the reason for this book is to record just how problematic government has become (for all parties) and how a relatively small cohort of people, in our case, knowingly made things so hard that what tiny chances we had of a fifth term were extinguished. I believe that shining a light on that, and the reasons for it, is an essential step in minimising the risk of it happening again.

In addition, much of what is written about the role of the Whips’ Office is wrong. What it does, how it does it, how we recruit its occupants and the influence it has are frequently exaggerated or fabricated. I jokingly blame the author and politician Michael Dobbs. In creating the mythical Chief Whip Francis Urquhart in his 1989 novel House of Cards and its 1990 TV adaptation, and later Frank Underwood in the Netflix version, he subjected all subsequent Chiefs to unfavourable comparisons. For this reason, Michael and I have become good friends, and have spent many happy hours laughing together about the almost invisible line between his 1970s imaginary vision of the Whips’ Office, and my twenty-first-century real one.

As Chief Whip I met my opposite number, as well as representatives of the other parties, every week. We talked in complete confidence about the week’s business, the pinch points and, of course, had a good gossip about the latest pickle that some of our members had got themselves into. The relationship is so important, and so discreet, that there are things I shared with my opposite number, Alan Campbell, that I would never have dared to share with my own side. But as he put it: ‘We operate to a political equivalent of the Geneva Convention.’ In other words, it’s all-out war, conducted to a set of rules.

And rather worryingly, I was one of the few recent Chiefs to have survived an entire premiership. The fact that there have been eleven of us since 2010 demonstrates the pace at which we burn through what political capital we have.

I have kept a diary since I was elected in 2010 as the MP for one of the UK’s most westerly seats, Carmarthen West and South Pembrokeshire, representing it until 2024. Back then, my ambitions stretched only as far as serving two four-year terms (as was the normal term-length) but politics being so unpredictable I was re-elected on three further occasions before the boundary changes (and the voters) eventually caught up with me. In that time, I served on four Select Committees, as well as completing a stint on the executive board of the 1922 Committee, the backbenchers’ trade union.

Following Theresa May’s election as Prime Minister in 2017, I became her representative on the Committee for Standards in Public Life, during which time we undertook formal inquiries into intimidation in public life and MPs’ second jobs. As this was a committee of mainly lay members, the three politicians (myself, Margaret Beckett for Labour and Andrew Stunell for the Lib Dems) were at the vanguard of protecting the interests of MPs and maintaining public expectation too.

And then, to widespread surprise, I was appointed treasurer for Boris Johnson’s successful leadership campaign, following which Boris made me Minister for Implementation in the Cabinet Office. As Boris said in the appointment interview: ‘Before you ask, I don’t know what that is either.’

During the 2019 election campaign the then Secretary of State for Wales, Alun Cairns, resigned, leaving a vacancy that I was asked to fill. I occupied the position between 2019 and 2022, sitting in Cabinet during arguably the most volatile years in recent political history. All periods of political history can be described as unique, but compared with our early years of coalition with the Lib Dems, the next bit was off the scale.

And it is with the BBC exit poll of December 2019 that this book begins. I am one of a small number of Cabinet members who made it through (almost all of) Boris Johnson’s premiership, before a brief hiatus from the Cabinet was followed by my becoming Chief Whip under Rishi Sunak. As a result, I’ve had a front-seat view of everything from negotiations around Brexit to Covid and its political fallout; from the impact of Liz Truss’s extraordinary forty-nine-day premiership to the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

What I witnessed, from inside the rooms in which these successive dramas unfolded, was less a story of scandal and incompetence (of which there was still plenty) and much more the opposite. In other words, if you look behind the curtain you will – more often than not – find people driven by solid values, who are doing their best in increasingly intolerable circumstances. However, politicians and those around them are flawed people too, at the mercy of all the pressures that modern life presents, and are constantly in the full glare of an ever-more merciless media. Decision-making is forced into ever shorter timescales; the only reaction permitted is one of outrage to any government or human failing, however trivial. Whatever happened to ‘mildly disappointed’ as a reaction to a political event? At the same time, there has emerged an irrational public expectation that politicians should be simultaneously unexceptional and exceptional; that we should be an exact replication of society yet above some of the flaws from which we all suffer.

So what started as a daily résumé of ‘funny things that happened at work today’ for my then very young children has become my version of a ‘rise and fall’ account, which concludes (with some sadness) that governing Britain in a kind, empathetic and effective way is becoming increasingly impossible. What started as a comedy, ended as a tragedy.

The big question that these recollections raise is this: how on earth have we reached a position where we can win an 81-seat majority in December 2019, yet burn through three very different Prime Ministers, concluding with a thorough beating at the hands of an unproven Labour alternative less than five years later?

So, in publishing these accounts it is not my intention to embarrass, humiliate or destroy people. Rather, it is to reveal my fear that the state of our politics and government is harming our ability to attract, and retain, leaders of the future.

The book also seeks to be a discreet tribute to the nameless, especially special advisers. ‘What do those SpAds in No. 10 know about anything?’ is a phrase I heard many times. In fact, they know quite a bit, work incredibly hard and strive to achieve much the same outcomes as the MPs and ministers they serve. And, of course, there is plenty of comedy too, dark and tragic though some of it may be.
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In order to showcase the breadth of the events that I cover – from Covid to the 2024 election, via whipping and the machinations of Cabinet – and reveal the full complexities of life in, and around, government, I have edited the contents of certain entries slightly to avoid references to events that are not pertinent and which may confuse when read out of context. As a result, some days are skipped. In the original diaries, I also refer often to my family1 and personal life but I have chosen not to reference this too much in the book.





1

JUBILATION

December 2019–May 2020

For those with long memories, the 2019 election was a huge gamble. Parliament and the Government had been paralysed by Brexit stand-offs and our majority was far too slender to get any legislation passed, let alone a Brexit deal. For months, Boris had challenged Labour to an election to resolve the issue once and for all. Yet Corbyn’s Labour Party, divided and stubborn in itself, could see the trap and remained wary of falling into it. However, sustained pressure and mounting public exasperation forced his eventual capitulation. We knew too that a contest between Johnson and Corbyn was one we could win. Momentum – the electoral machine Corbyn was so heavily reliant on – spectacularly misjudged the public mood. Boris was determined to ‘own the future’, and to consign Momentum to the past.

That Boris is unique goes without saying, but it is not always to his advantage. I remember once thinking it would be hard for me to remain in a Party led by him, but then quickly finding myself happy to serve in two ministerial positions under him and to go out on the airwaves defending him. He was a hypnotist like that, and I became the total opportunist. I loved our occasional chats, although we were never really friends as such. In fact, I often wondered if Prime Ministers ever really have any true friends.

In the first part of Ungovernable, I reveal the many sides of this political enigma, starting with the day of the remarkable election and the subsequent euphoria, which lasted just a few weeks before Covid hoved into view. As a ‘territorial SoS’ (the Secretary of State for Wales) I was embedded in the process from the start – when ministers and officials were grappling to understand the meaning of pandemic, what an R number was and whether the ‘reasonable worst-case scenario’ really would mean inflatable mortuaries on your local football pitch.

It also exposed me to the thankless challenge of trying to work with a highly politicised Labour Welsh Government under Mark Drakeford, who was determined to undermine the UK Conservative Government. His ambition was made much easier by the nature of the devolution settlement. In short, it grants devolved government the power to spend taxpayers’ money with none of the responsibilities. I was never a great fan of devolution in its current form (I voted against but it went through on a paltry turnout in 1998) and my time in the Wales Office reinforced my scepticism. Almost every area of public service under Welsh Government control – health, education, transport, for example – performed worse than its UK equivalent, despite 20% more funding. But this was the model I had to work with, being held to account every six weeks at Wales Oral Questions in the Chamber.

I reflect on how Johnson’s Government took shape, who were the winners (me, for one) and who were losers, all interspersed with the battle of Brexit and the demise of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader. The Court of Boris Johnson had its fair share of characters and jokers. Many were surprisingly mainstream and centrist. They (our MPs) could see a match-winner in Boris even if it came with a less disciplined side. What mattered was winning not governing. That was for later. But to win both the leadership and the election, he needed a team to support him, which was more complicated. There were scores to be settled, promises to be fulfilled. The Party knew this was where the cracks could appear but was happy to take the risk. Installing Dominic Cummings as chief adviser was one such appointment. To those who didn’t know him, myself included, he was a bit of a caricature; he seemed like a character straight out of The Thick of It and was determined to deploy his formidable intellect in the least empathetic way. Boris’s partner Carrie Symonds was an experienced media operator with years of Conservative Campaign Headquarters [CCHQ] experience under her belt, especially in populist policy areas like animal welfare – she would be bending Boris’s ear too (and why not?).

And then there were the factions. To the right was the ERG (European Research Group), noisy but well organised. To the left the ‘One Nation’ group, pursuing a more centrist approach, convinced, rightly in my view, that ‘elections are won from the centre not the fringes’. What were the realistic prospects of ever establishing consensus between Suella Braverman on the one hand and Damian Green on the other?

Boris often claimed to ‘get the big calls right’. This is true, but it turned out the small calls mattered too, and despite its numerous dark corners No. 10 is a hard place to find somewhere to hide.
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Thursday, 12 December 2019

ELECTION DAY.

The polls say our lead has been squeezed to just 5%. It’s enough to win but it’s also worryingly close to hung-parliament territory. Please not that again. The pressure is intense. If I’m feeling it, then God knows what the centre must be experiencing. Momentum is pulling out all the stops here. Can they smell something we can’t? We have done all we can, though. We have knocked, Facebooked, argued, notified, lobbied, but even all that combined probably has little impact on the outcome. This is about Brexit and Corbyn, not me. If we lose it’s because the nation is happy to have a flirt with socialism.

We watch Mission Impossible to while away the time until the exit poll is announced at ten. It is with disbelief that the BBC’s Huw Edwards predicts a Conservative majority of 81 seats, substantially better than anything we could have dreamed of. It’s a ‘fuck me’ moment. I keep looking at my watch, but everyone is completely stunned. As the night wears on, one by one Labour heartlands fall – Blyth Valley, Hartlepool, Bridgend; even Sedgefield, Blair’s old seat, turns blue.

Ynys Mon and even Bolsover fall to the Conservatives. It is a rout. News from my own count in Haverfordwest is that I have won the box counts in Pennar and Monkton, once no-go zones for Conservatives. For the first time ever, I get more than 50% of the vote and a majority of 7,745. To some that may not seem many, but to us it is an all-time record.

Almost all our seats are returned with bigger majorities. Andrew Percy [Goole] now sits on a 22,500 advantage, a far cry from the 5,000 Labour majority he first fought in 2010.

There is euphoria and surprise at the 80-seat margin. On paper it should give me two more terms. It is genuinely extraordinary. Even odder is Corbyn’s refusal to go further than saying he won’t fight the next general election. So Labour is now divided between those who blame the voters and those who realise that the Party must change. A familiar scenario where parties are overpopulated with idealogues and underpopulated with pragmatists. The problem with the hard left, and the hard right for that matter, is they always believe that the voters are stupid, or deaf, and that any future success is dependent on just shouting the same message, only louder.

Monday, 16 December

The Private Office suggests that I report to the Cabinet Office to ‘resume’ my role [as a minister in that department]. Until otherwise informed, the Government continues to be the Government, but an unrealistic hope lingers on all our minds that we might get a ‘top job’. I meet up with Permanent Secretary John Manzoni, ostensibly to pick up where we left off. I have been hanging around the Cabinet Office all day, just in case. I had received no guarantees, and we all know Boris functions differently to most people.

At 5.15 p.m. I get the classic ‘number withheld’ on my phone screen. It’s either Mark Garnier [Wyre Forest] taking the piss, or the No. 10 switchboard.

The PM would like to see me.

‘Great,’ I said, ‘when have you in mind?’

‘5.20,’ comes the reply.

Just as well I was next door, so I cut off Manzoni (who I suspect knew more than he was letting on) and legged it through the access pod into the back of No. 10 and checked in. The place was buzzing with activity, smiling people with clipboards and cameras, explaining the process that was about to unfold. Secretary of State [SoS] Wales seems to be on the cards.

I am ushered into the Cabinet Room where a fired-up and energetic PM greets me with classic Boris charm. The burly figure of Mark Spencer [Chief Whip] sits quietly at the far end taking notes. Boris opens with ‘I’ve been thinking about Wales, Simon, and I want you to take on the Secretary of State role.’

Then a short chat about the battles ahead and getting David ‘TC’ Davies [Monmouth] as my deputy, and then straight back out into a side room for a final chance for the system to verify my appropriateness for the role.

I wasn’t quite sure of the level of detail to confess or deny. Either way, I calculated that anything I had to say would be mild compared to what Boris might have fessed up.

Spencer then explained that the whole process had not been as straightforward as I first thought. Boris and he were content with my nomination, but some in No. 10 had put forward David Jones [Clwyd West] for the role. He had done it before, was a keen Brexiteer and Welsh-speaking. Spencer objected, but it took the personal intervention of the PM to make my appointment happen.

Then, like magic, it’s a photo, a social media post from No. 10 to confirm my appointment, and then across the road to the Wales Office where the team is ready and waiting. Gwydyr House is an inconspicuous building tucked into the shadow of the MoD and dead opposite the Cabinet Office at 70 Whitehall. It’s the building used for the arrival of Jim Hacker as Minister for the Department of Administrative Affairs in the first episode of my favourite programme, Yes Minister. I am therefore in the very best of company.

I speak to the new team of civil servants. We host an MPs’ reception, speak to the First Minister [FM] Mark Drakeford in Cardiff, and generally get our heads around an ‘agenda’. It feels like I have actual power or, failing that, at least influence.

Then it’s off to the Palace in a black Jaguar to be sworn in as a Privy Councillor [PC]1 and receive the Seal of Office. This feels like something that happens to other people.

I am accompanied in the Palace anteroom by Jacob Rees-Mogg who is Chairman of the Council, Thérèse Coffey [SoS Work and Pensions], Ben Wallace [SoS Defence] and Alister Jack [SoS Scotland]. We receive strict instructions from Richard Tilbrook (who runs the Privy Council) on the process. We are to wait in line, the Queen will be announced and we await her taking her position standing at one end of the room. We are to take one step forward, bow, two steps forward, kneel. Take the Queen’s hand when indicated, don’t slobber on it as the kissing takes place, say a few words, retreat. It sounds easy.

Dress rehearsal complete, it’s time for the real deal, something she has done many thousands of times and something we will only ever do once. Someone announces her arrival. We all stand to attention as the door opens and in she comes, probably the most famous woman in the world and definitely much smaller than I anticipated. We do our stuff, I don’t think I mess it up, we exchange some formalities and then relax. Jack is the first to engage, carefully pushing the Queen to the limit of ‘banter’ with which she is comfortable. This time it was to celebrate the absence of any damaging animal welfare references in the Government’s plans. ‘You will have seen all that animal welfare stuff has disappeared,’ he said. Jack knows exactly what he’s doing, as of course does she.

Tuesday, 7 January 2020

To my first ever Cabinet. It was hard being cool about it, to give the impression that this was all just a normal Tuesday morning meeting and not to be starstruck or overwhelmed as the fleet of Government limos unloaded their occupants outside the black front door. The knack was to look like you were born to this. It reminded me of school. I think I failed on all counts. The Cabinet Room is laid out as if for a dinner party. The PM’s chair is the only one with arms and each place on the green baize table had a name card with your full name and title. There was clearly a pecking order. Chancellor is on the PM’s left, Cabinet Secretary on the right, Home and Foreign Secretaries opposite, and so on. Down our end were the junior ranks. I had Gavin Williamson [SoS Education] on my left, Kit Malthouse [Policing Minister] opposite and Lord Goldsmith [Defra Minister] alongside, and a few officials and the secretariat. Our phones had to be left in a varnished wooden box outside, meaning this was supposed to be one of the few rooms in the whole government operation, apart from COBR,2 where private discussions would not leak.

The PM was on great form as expected, full of Boris chutzpah. There wasn’t much business to be done, but there were lots of motivational contributions (and some strange ones too) from the old hands whilst us virgins looked on mesmerised by it all. It feels like we are well set for five years, and that Labour will struggle to recover any time soon from such a pounding.

Parliament too was awash with bewildered-looking newbies. I barely recognised anyone. As before, we gravitate towards year groups, defined by our length of service rather than the quality of it. Anybody described by the media in the run-up to all this as a ‘rising star’ is immediately marked out for a future kicking. How we hate a cocky upstart.

Wednesday, 8 January

COBR – chaired by Michael Gove [Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster] to discuss (Br)exit planning. ‘Brexit’, Michael explains, ‘is now a dirty word.’ Hereinafter we must refer to it as an ‘historic event’.

I am assigned my new office on the Upper Ministerial Corridor. The UMC is just behind the Speaker’s Chair and up a scruffy-looking staircase. It is made up of old, but grand, oak-panelled offices with the usual selection of Commons-branded furniture – except mine, which is ridiculously small, cold and quite obviously once a storeroom. It will do as I won’t be here much, I guess.

Friday, 10 January

It’s a long day in Cardiff for some ‘inter-governmental relations’, starting with meeting FM Mark Drakeford. My hope is that we can at least generate some cooperation between us but my expectation is more realistic. Alun Cairns was unfairly criticised for being too aggressive and confrontational so I might try a more emollient approach. Drakeford’s public persona is one of a dull academic, the sort of lefty philosophy lecturer you used to find at Luton Polytechnic in the 1970s. Disappointingly, that seems to be the case in private too. He is a Welsh Jeremy Corbyn, although to be fair he is noticeably more polite.

Saturday, 11 January

Much excitement as my first ‘Red Box’ arrives at home. It is delivered by a courier who claimed to be part of the SAS assault team that liberated the Iranian Embassy in 1981, so having been talked through the entire episode I had almost run out of time to open the box and study its contents. I have met so many people who were part of that Special Forces triumph that I’m left wondering how they all fitted in the building.

Monday, 13 January

The Wales Office Mercedes whisks me to Cardiff. All very comfortable and easy to get used to. Everyone wants to meet, mainly to resurrect crazy or unaffordable ideas that were rightly closed by Cairns in the past. But the civil service knows that by dusting them all off again they can keep me fully occupied until my replacement comes along. Sir Humphrey Appleby lives on . . .

We practise endlessly for Welsh Orals on Wednesday. TC is very good and loves it, I am the opposite . . . maybe the combination will work? The greatest joy is knowing TC has no ulterior motives, at least none that I can see.

Tuesday, 14 January

It’s only my second one but Cabinet was dull. Boris chaired it professionally but was clearly keen for it to end. Apparently, Home Sec Priti Patel’s excellent crime presentation got leaked to The Times prompting a Cabinet Office leak inquiry. I had seen the story and assumed it was put out on purpose as it was remarkably warm about the new Government’s determination. I feel guilty even though I haven’t talked to anyone!

Wednesday, 15 January

So, the big day and my expectations of nervousness are easily met. Welsh Orals is probably the least-watched political occasion of the week, but a single cock-up can soon change all that. I try to be cool but when Percy tells me he ‘won’t miss this car crash for anything’, I start to fret a little. Colleagues chatter and gossip as we await the Speaker’s procession, a few say good luck, others offer deliberately contrary advice whilst TC and I try to give the impression that we have done all this before. We haven’t. The Labour benches fill up too, polite but ready to draw blood if any opportunity arises. There is no mercy in the Chamber especially from your own colleagues. Mess up and you are dead. Nothing is more fun than a ministerial disaster at the dispatch box. It’s even more fun than a batsman getting a direct hit in the balls in cricket.

Off we go. Mr Speaker: ‘Questions to the Secretary of State for Wales – number one.’

What a blur. I take the first 15 minutes and I think it goes okay. Welsh Language, shared prosperity, steel, growth funds, etc. Bit shaky to start and worry that I am a bit long-winded, but the new Speaker is very different to the awful Bercow. No sneering or vindictiveness, he reads the situation well and lets us both find our feet. By 11.55 the Chamber is packed and noisy in readiness for PMQs and we are going well. A huge roar goes up as Boris shuffles in, messy hair, papers all over the shop and shirt hanging out. For someone so untidy he always wears an expensive tie though.

Thursday, 16 January

Catch up with Cleo Watson and Ben Gascoigne (Gazza) from No. 10. Cleo is a SpAd close to Cummings and Boris and tasked, amongst numerous other things, in helping Shelley (Boris’s brilliant fixer) get Boris to the right place at the right time, with the right brief and, being Boris, the right jokes. Gazza is the Political Secretary [PolSec]. He’s been with Boris since the London Mayor days and seen by MPs as totally sound. He is also fun, and more important than that, unusually normal. They are already talking of a ‘Feb reshuffle’. We have only just got going and already there is something to worry about. I imagine the plan is to keep everyone on their toes.

Monday, 20 January

Two flunkeys from the Cabinet Office came to interview me for the Cabinet leak inquiry. Both were in their twenties, clad in jeans and T-shirts and not especially engaged (is this a ploy . . .?). The interview went like this:

‘Did you leak the crime doc to the press?’

‘No,’ said I.

‘Do you know Steve Swinford or James Forsyth?’ (Two outstanding lobby journalists.)

‘Yes,’ said I. Eyes light up a little.

A brief explanation of the one conversation I had with them in the last twelve months, and they thanked me and left. Inquiry over, I am a free man once more.

Tuesday, 21 January

Cabinet is now into a rhythm of being thankfully short, sweet and uncontentious. The Leader of the House dominates and there is no mention of the leak.

Wednesday, 22 January

Meeting with my Scotland equivalent Alister Jack. He’s definitely ‘one of us’ and there is a wicked side to him too. We talk mainly about grouse and salmon, about which he is the Government’s leading expert.

Spectator dinner and awards evening, traditionally a rather hardcore drinking challenge. I am placed between two BBC stalwarts – Carolyn Quinn and Emily Maitlis. Not really knowing either, I am on my guard (well . . . a bit). Both are enormous fun. I can’t resist asking a very patient Emily about her recent Prince Andrew bombshell but also about her very middle-class background in Shropshire. We agree to meet again. All the journos seem strangely concerned about the No. 10 attitude to them. Since the coronation of Boris they feel No. 10 has cut them out of everything, preferring to just ‘supply content’ rather than entertain discussion. They blame Cummings and warn that if we don’t fill the usual voids, then someone else will and we may not like them. I promise to feed it in, which I probably won’t.

Thursday, 23 January

It seems the coronavirus, originally in China, is spreading but no cases yet in the UK. Chief Medical Officer [CMO] Whitty and Matt Hancock [SoS Health] doing a good job it seems.

Tuesday, 28 January

There is a mass exodus to Cardiff, led by Michael Gove.

I have the first group meeting with Conservative Assembly Members [AMs] then Gove and I visit a medi-tech company in Cardiff before a joint ministerial meeting with other Devolved Administrations [DAs] (chaired drearily by the FM).

For some odd reason we all then fly back to Northolt on the Queen’s Flight, which Gove has purloined for the day. By the time we flog out of Cardiff city centre to the airport and then drive another hour from Northolt to No. 10, the people who had opted for a train from Cardiff had already arrived. The flight was so short we just about managed to cram in a biscuit and a cup of tea.

Wednesday, 29 January

Yet another COBR meeting on the EU exit. There are too many people present and it all seems rather formulaic. Much more entertaining, despite having a cold, is dinner in Skylon at the Festival Hall with Guto Bebb [Aberconwy], journalist Guto Harri and journo-turned-PR man Ben Brogan. GH has been advising the centre on the strange case of Jennifer Arcuri3 but infuriatingly reveals nothing.

Thursday, 30 January

COBR, this time on coronavirus. It seems more serious now. Expectation is that we will get it here in the UK and that it spreads fast, but that it’s less fatal than SARS. Hancock chaired the meeting well and the CMO was excellent and reassuring, given this is all rather medical for most of us in the room.

Friday, 31 January

‘Brexit Day’. Who would ever have believed it?

It’s finished numerous PMs and split the country and the Party, but we are leaving the EU. Despite ‘respecting the will of the people’ I still question whether the political price is one worth paying. I voted remain not because of ideology but because unpicking this fifty-year relationship is an expensive nightmare for which no one will thank us.

To recognise this occasion the Cabinet decamps to Sunderland (yes . . .) via trains, planes and automobiles and I guess vast associated expense.

We meet some apprentices, who find the whole thing reassuringly amusing and don’t recognise any of us ‘B’ listers at all. Then to a standard Cabinet meeting where we are gifted a Brexit 50p coin. That makes it all so worthwhile. More reshuffle talk ensues.

Trains back to London – mild guilt as the Chancellor [CX] and Foreign Secretary go standard class and I go first! And then straight to the No. 10 drinkies. A mixture of the sensible and not so sensible who are wearing Union Jack ties and waistcoats. Boris on good form and lots of fist pumping. We even talked and I feel we could get on well in the right conditions. Anyway, I’m glad I went as it suggests I’m ‘with the programme’.

Weirdly, no Carrie – she’s almost totally disappeared.

Home at 3 a.m.

Tuesday, 4 February

Cabinet postponed until Monday sparking reshuffle rumours but nothing concrete. Meet Manzoni for procurement catch-up. He’s leaving which is a shame as he is really very good.

Thursday, 6 February

Visit to Toyota and Airbus in North Wales. Two vast and important businesses. If ever there was an example of the dangers of [Welsh] independence, it’s here in Deeside. Something like half the workforce commutes in from England every day and the business owners see this as their UK base, European even, not just Welsh. Imagine the chaos of an alternative tax regime?

Tuesday, 11 February

Cabinet is delayed but no one tells me, so I turn up 90 minutes early. I leave via the Cabinet Office, so the mistake goes unnoticed. When it did happen, there were uncharacteristically aggressive contributions from Esther McVey [Housing Minister], Theresa Villiers [Defra Secretary] and Andrea Leadsom. All presumably concerned that this would be their last moment in the sun before the reshuffle.

Wednesday, 12 February

At their request I meet with Plaid Cymru MPs – who are keen to find ‘common ground’. The trouble is there is no common ground in a world where independence remains their principal reason for existence. Ben Lake [Ceredigion] is the best of them mainly because he is the least institutionalised. He also understands that there is life beyond Offa’s Dyke. I suspect that were he to live in England he would most likely be a Conservative. Jonathan Edwards [Carmarthen East] is very sharp but wedded to the cause, and Surrey-born leader Liz Saville Roberts [Dwyfor Meirionnydd] polite and engaging.

Thursday, 13 February

Thank God it’s reshuffle day so we can end the relentless nervousness and speculation. We all sit by our phones pretending not to care.

It starts at 07.45 with the sackings – [Julian] Smith [SoS Northern Ireland], McVey, Villiers, and various others. The big shock comes mid-morning when No. 10 offers Sajid Javid the chance to remain as CX but only if he fires various advisers. Apparently, No. 10 (Cummings) wants to blend the No. 10 and 11 SpAd teams to try and de-risk the endless competition between the two machines. After a lengthy row, he refuses and then honourably resigns.

In one move the reshuffle goes from restoring authority to creating chaos and disorder.

No. 10 moves quickly to restore order by installing the competent Rishi Sunak in his place. He was lined up for the Chief Secretary to the Treasury [CST] job so his day has taken an interesting and unexpected turn.

To move the story on they accelerate the other appointments ASAP.

No startling newbies other than Anne-Marie Trevelyan getting SoS for International Development and Suella Braverman (overpromoted to DFID [Department for International Development] and now even more so as Attorney General) and who is now presumably unsackable.4

My turn came mid-afternoon when I ‘get the call’. By now it was all a well-oiled process of reappointment with Boris, the new Chief Whip and a few others in the room. It was all very boisterous and public school.

However, it is a relief, as up until now the Government has felt very probationary, after today it will resume the air of something more permanent and real.

Friday, 14 February

Fun and games at the 6.30 p.m. Cummings meeting for SpAds. These have become a bit legendary for their silliness. Cummings likes to project the image of some kind of pound-shop hard man, but nobody really takes him seriously any more, especially it seems one of the MoD SpAds who gives him a telling off in public for bullying. An overdue, good and brave move leading to an especially riotous SpAd drinking session afterwards. You can’t run a team based on fear and hatred, however brainy you are.

Cabinet and political cabinet were happy affairs, despite the rather odd Boris habit of asking members to shout out answers to questions like: ‘How many hospitals are we going to build?’, ‘How many police officers are we going to hire?’

I assume they did that at Eton (they definitely did at Radley) but the Cabinet is not so well trained in these techniques, so it looks a little awkward and is all on camera.

Wednesday, 19 February

Call with the FM on flooding issues which the Welsh Government [WG] then unhelpfully leaks to the press. As ever with the WG they want money when it suits them but never the responsibility.

The most worrying aspect of the torrential rain is that certain coal tips across South Wales are showing signs of instability. Nobody seems sure about the level of risk but there is no way we can drag our feet and risk an ‘Aberfan Two’. I’m insisting on instant reaction to that and No. 10 and the Treasury are being engaged and helpful.

Friday, 21 February

To St Athan to see the Prince of Wales unveil the new £158k Aston Martin DBX. I get a spin around the tarmac. PoW arrives in his own bioethanol fifty-year-old Aston.

Apparently 98% of the Astons ever made are still on the road and average 12,000 miles a year, making them incredibly climate friendly compared with other modern vehicles. I was reprimanded for describing their engine ‘sound’ as ‘noise’. ‘Maybe’, I suggested forlornly to the civil servants, ‘the Wales Office car could be made in Wales and could be a DBX?’

Then off to Pontypridd with HRH to visit flood sites and victims. The water was up and down so quickly that the alarms were pointless. Businesses and dreams washed away in a matter of hours. The Prince of Wales does this sort of thing so well and it was appreciated by the thousands who turned up to see him. The town is out in force, waving flags (Union Jacks as well as the Dragon). There are even selfies, something I imagine could worry the royal household. But it works because he is authentic. The empathy is real not contrived and the warmth can be felt. Importantly, he doesn’t ‘dumb down’ as a politician might. He is the Prince of Wales and not afraid to wear that title with pride.

Tuesday, 25 February

At my insistence, urgent meetings are held in Cardiff re coal tips and movement. I forced the FM into agreeing a joint statement and taking urgent action, whatever that means. Astonishingly, it seems that we don’t really know who owns what and where the liability lies. Some are owned by the Coal Board, some by private landowners, who claim that, at the point of sale, the liability was never transferred (sensibly if you were the purchaser). We agreed to create a risk register and start the process of costing all this out. It is devolved, but there was still no sense of urgency and I sensed that WG loathed being leant on by UKG on this.

Wednesday, 26 February

‘Wales in London’ dinner at the Guildhall with BBC’s Huw Edwards in charge. Charming, clever and very good company. He rings his mum in Llanelli every day and speaks to her in Welsh to keep his language skills up. Lord ‘Mervyn’ Davies on the other hand was a little too long-winded. With the image of John Redwood [former Minister and SoS] firmly engraved in my mind I had rehearsed the National Anthem as I knew the ‘top table’ would be facing the 600 guests – one word out of place and I was toast. I got through, well enough for Manon Antoniazzi to notice and comment. (She is William Hague’s sister-in-law and the most senior civil servant in the Senedd.)

Thursday, 27 February

St David’s Day ‘General Debate’. It sounds grand but we get squeezed into a couple of spare hours on a one-line whip Thursday so it’s hardly a sell-out. However, I get to ‘open’ for the Government and TC ‘closes’.

It went quite well, and I think I have just about perfected ‘authoritative’ with ‘affable’ for occasions like this. Had to slip away to the No. 10 reception where (despite chaotic build-up!) Boris gave a spot-on speech full of humour and optimism. There was a spattering of the well-known including bizarrely Carol Vorderman, who is no friend of ours. The explanation (rumour) was that she was fronting up the kids’ charity who were guests of honour. Given her antipathy for politicians generally, and ours in particular, she seemed remarkably comfortable accepting our hospitality. For some reason she had mistakenly wandered into the Wales Office on her way to No. 10, but Eric the security guy hadn’t recognised her so summoned Jack Sellers (my Wales Office SpAd) down from upstairs to vouch for her.

Friday, 28 February

Yet more rain and more flood/mud slide warnings.

Early start to get to Tata in Port Talbot. Great people but what a dump of a site. It doesn’t look like any serious money has been spent on it since the 1960s.

It now appears that the Home Secretary Priti Patel is at war with her Permanent Secretary [Sir Philip Rutnam]. Not sure that will end well. In fact, within hours, it clearly doesn’t.

Sir Philip has resigned and will sue the government for constructive dismissal. If this gets to tribunal all hell will break loose. Priti can have an abrasive and demanding style, but he is the senior civil servant in one of the biggest government departments so he should be able to handle things. The PM orders us to ‘form a circle round the Pritster’.

Coronavirus has gone from ‘Reasonable Worst-Case Scenario’ [RWCS] to the ‘actual’ scenario. Probably still hysteria but a massive economic hit could be just what we don’t need.

And then, Boris and Carrie announce her pregnancy (that explains why she wasn’t at the Brexit celebrations perhaps) and their engagement. How the hell does he find the time and energy?

Monday, 2 March

COBR, this time with the PM. Numbers still low but the RWCS talks of many thousands of potential victims. There is talk about whether the handling should be conducted under the auspices of the Civil Contingencies Act, a measure that would need quite frequent Parliamentary approval but is UK-wide, compared with Public Health legislation which is less onerous but fully devolved. Hancock favoured the latter, Rees-Mogg the former adding that, ‘if this isn’t a civil contingencies emergency then I don’t know what is’.

Wednesday, 4 March

Lunch with Kate Ferguson and Lizzy Buchan (from the Sun and Independent) at the Blue Boar. Cummings would be livid and immediately suspect mischief if he knew. In fact, the whole purpose of private chats with journos is not to spill the beans but to provide some factual context.

Continuing the theme, it’s dinner with Laura Kuenssberg [BBC] at Cafe Murano in St James’s (she’s paying). For all the years I have known her, I would have no more clue now how she votes than on the day we first met. Anyway, I rather tactlessly suggested that she looked knackered, so we finished at 10.30.

Friday, 6 March

Long drive to Llangollen for the Welsh Conservative Party Conference. Paul Davies [Leader of Welsh Conservatives] spoke well, Byron Davies [Welsh Chairman] was fine but I think my speech went even better and people were kind about it. Certainly, Jack Sellers and I were on about draft ten by the time we got there. The key thing is to keep it short and funny.

Then the main gig was Boris. There was a lively introduction video, big entrance, shout-out, and he was funny, irreverent and compelling. The punters loved it even if the speech contained little by way of actual content. Then I had 20 mins face to face with him – we talked about Goldie Looking Chain [Welsh comedy hip-hop group] and some other frivolities (like a North–South cable car). I find him incredibly hard to fathom.

Saturday, 7 March

To Holyhead and Colwyn Bay with Priti Patel. She’s permanently annoyed about something but gave a 7/10 speech after dinner. Her battle with Sir Philip is going to get bloody.

Left at 10.45 and got home at 2.30 a.m.

Wednesday, 11 March

Early start with Steve Barclay [CST] at the Treasury. A good brief as to what’s in the budget for Wales. Sort of okay without being mind-blowing. Quite a lot of ‘Barnett’5 but some other stuff also. Then a quick Cabinet where it is confirmed that Covid-19 is turning quite nasty, so to COBR where that and more is confirmed. We are four weeks behind Italy and numbers are starting to accelerate.

Finished with a round of media and a drink with the BBC’s Vicki Young.

Thursday, 12 March

COBR chaired by the PM. Coronavirus is now officially a crisis, and we move to the next stage. The mood has entirely changed. Even the PM has cut back on the jokes. Excellent contributions as ever from the CMO, CSA [Chief Scientific Adviser Patrick Vallance] and even Dominic Cummings makes a pertinent intervention. Shame he was dressed like he had just come back from a week at Glastonbury. The PM was statesmanlike and clearly much more worried than previously.

We are told by Hancock that the aim is to ‘flatten the curve’, to prevent the NHS becoming overwhelmed at any one time. This means we should peak in June and develop something Vallance describes as ‘herd immunity’ thus mainly protecting the over-seventies who he thinks are the most vulnerable to this thing. There is NO evidence that closing schools helps but the public is not really listening. We are making good progress, but it is marred by Nicola Sturgeon [FM Scotland] (and Drakeford) racing off to the media to get their word in first and reveal our decision.

Then there was a ministerial spat on a range of things that some participants thought should have been planned for but haven’t been, tactfully resolved by the PM before it got too spiky. I was sat close to No. 10 Director of Communications Lee Cain and we both agreed that the row will end up in the papers as there were multiple leakers in the room or dialled in.

Despite this, the PM and scientists were excellent at the press briefing.

Friday, 13 March

All plans are cancelled so that I can accompany Matt Hancock to Cardiff to see their Health Secretary Vaughan Gething, and Senedd members Angela Burns and Adam Price. Matt is tired but doing a really good job. Welsh Government is suddenly behaving more responsibly. However, the numbers look grim. I ask Matt what single thing is keeping him awake at night. ‘Ventilators. However many ventilators we have it won’t be enough,’ he replies. ‘We need to buy as many as we can, from wherever we can get them.’

The big race meeting at the Cheltenham Festival goes ahead but the Wales vs Scotland rugby in Cardiff is postponed. It’s a shame as a strong No. 10 contingent was planning on coming. The scientific view is whilst the events may be open air, the trains and hotels needed to house everyone would be overcrowded.

Sunday, 15 March

It seems that Covid-19 has seized control across the globe and is accelerating faster here in the UK than expected. Every possible measure is now in play. Clearing hospital beds, buying ventilators, accessing drugs, and keeping the nation informed.

Boris and the experts now conducting a daily 5 p.m. press conference from No. 10 and COBR also meets at least daily, complete with TOs [the Territorial Offices, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland] in attendance.

Tuesday, 17 March

At a very sombre Cabinet, we are told by the PM that this is the ‘last time we will meet like this for some time’. It’s now a war cabinet, handled accordingly by the PM.

Wednesday, 18 March

At COBR we agree to close schools from Friday – against our own advice and mainly because Scotland and Wales won’t hold the line. Privately, Gavin [Williamson] thinks this is a big mistake and will trap some kids in more enclosed spaces at home than they have at school and in the more extreme cases put them in danger of abusive parents. But he is cornered.

However, we will keep them open for the children of ‘key workers’ which turns out to be between 20–40% of the population.

Thursday, 19 March

I spend all day calling stakeholders, trying to reassure and explain what we have in mind. The economy is panicking. Big businesses like Brains, Folly Farm and Bluestone could go under in days if business collapses. Multiple thousands of jobs are instantly at risk. It is hard to picture a more serious situation.

Friday, 20 March

5 p.m. The PM and Chancellor join to give the most extraordinary press brief I think we are ever likely to experience. All four of us sit glued to the TV in the kitchen as they set out what we do next.

In short, we are about to nationalise the economy with what amounts to £300 billion of aid. Although to some this is ‘deeply unconservative’ it is also exactly how a serious government should act in a moment of international crisis.

We are throwing the kitchen sink at this and will pay for it for years. None of us has really appreciated that we are even capable of such drastic action, but it is enthusiastically received, and Boris and Rishi are hailed as heroes (despite there being a long way to go yet).

Somehow Brexit is a sideshow. ‘This’, as Blackadder would say; ‘is a crisis.’

During the GE and before, the big question was whether Boris was capable of the big stuff. Well, we are about to find out.

Sunday, 22 March to Sunday, 29 March

The sense that Covid has no boundaries deepens as Prince Charles tests positive (not so funny as an over-seventies bloke). Does this mean the Queen is at risk? Still no sign of Prince Philip.

The Cabinet meets remotely for the first time ever as we are told to stay away. Zoom is the chosen method and works remarkably well and provides amazing insights into colleagues’ houses and dress sense. Behind each Cabinet member is a bookcase, picture or similar artefact, creating a glimpse into their reading habits or sporting prowess. Alister [Jack] clearly transmits from his estate office in the Borders, but I can’t quite make out the size of the fish on the wall behind him. Hancock seems to be in a downstairs loo, Rees-Mogg in a lovely high-backed leather chair (with a spaniel making an occasional entrance) and [Grant] Shapps [SoS Transport] has a collection of high-brow political literature on display. I opted boringly for a 1922 photo of the Chamber.

The numbers are still hard to fathom. We are at around 700 deaths but is the trajectory slowing? Boris sounded more confident.

Monday, 8 p.m. – Boris ‘addresses the nation’ from No. 10. Basically, it’s all but a total lockdown now which the police will be enforcing. ‘Essential activity only’ we are told, whatever that means. He makes it clear that it is an instruction, not a request, although the usual moaners say, ‘it’s not clear’. In fact, it is 100% clear.

All the fiscal reassurances are kicking in, but the timescale is crucial for them to avert catastrophe. If this goes on for long, we have a huge and long-term issue to contend with. Already Jaguar, Tata, Airbus and even Aston Martin are just weeks away from running out of cash. What must the SMEs [Small and Medium-sized Enterprises] be feeling?

Supermarkets are invaded by panic buyers and we are still short of PPE and equivalent vital medical equipment.

You couldn’t make it up. The PM, Hancock and the CMO go down with the virus. We have little detail, but they are off the pitch. Alister Jack (the only person in Cabinet older than me) also has it – sixteen more and I will be PM.

For now, they all have mild and manageable symptoms. Yet we can see that Gove’s daily meetings which we all attend remotely, are packed with officials and advisers sat cheek by jowl in the same room.

It feels like a race against time. There are signs that people are beginning to get the message though. Down here the streets and roads are empty bar a few essential workers. Although we have almost no cases, we feel that a storm is heading our way but we just aren’t sure when it will hit or what its ferocity will be when it does. And it’s a lovely sunny spring also.

Tuesday, 31 March

Remote Cabinet via Zoom. PM looked and sounded like crap, really bad and bloated. A few people (Priti Patel and Thérèse Coffey mainly) ploughed on regardless. The crunch point will come over the next few days, but it seems some of the measures are having a positive effect. Chris Whitty explains why it will take a year to create a usable vaccine.

As the PM says: ‘the next bit is complicated’. Rishi has added the economy will barely survive a six-month stretch like this. GDP will contract by 20–35% in this quarter, with two million unemployed and borrowing between 10% and 20% – it is World War II levels
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